The British Library's collection of approximately 1000 Syriac manuscripts is one of the world's richest collections of materials for the study of Syriac Christianity. These manuscripts were catalogued in the nineteenth century shortly after a large collection of over 500 manuscripts were acquired by the British from the monastery of Dayr al-Suryān in Egypt. This article examines the intellectual assumptions that guided the nineteenth- 
In the final section of this article, I describe how the new catalogue project that I am directing is using methods of digital scholarship to address the shortcomings of Cureton and Wright's univocal history of Syriac literature. This new digital catalogue of the British Library Syriac manuscripts, undertaken by Syriaca.org, has been intentionally designed to enable a diversity and multiplicity of scholarly approaches to these materials.
This section presents the methodological justifications for the technical choices that Syriaca.org has made, such as structuring its data to employ the following best practices: creation of Linked Open Data in a graph database, the use of non-hierarchical visualization tools, attention to database design so as to enable fluid or even conflicting perspectives, and engagement with the diverse audience needs which arise from traditional cultural materials. 4 Of course the digital representation of data is not a scholarly panacea or without its own ideological biases but the intentional use of digital new media can nevertheless avoid some of the univocal approaches of past print scholarship. By employing such digital tools, Syriaca.org aims to allow the histories of Syriac literature to be told in a way that better preserves the multiple perspectives and diverse theological and literary traditions that produced these manuscripts.
"The Government and the Museum Have Done Their Duty":

Justifying Manuscript Acquisitions
Any new history of Syriac literature in English must begin by taking into account the previous foundational scholarship which has shaped our perspectives, especially William
Wright's Catalogue (1872) and his article on "Syriac Literature" in the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1887). 6 In order to critically evaluate Wright's scholarly contribution to the field of Syriac literature, it is essential to consider it in context. These historical contexts are the physical and intellectual lineage that both made Wright's work possible and shaped his aims. Close reading shows that Wright and his predecessors framed their work within a narrative of European civilizational progress, marked by the advancement of knowledge and the flourishing of both Protestant and British imperial ideals.
fragments that became the core of the British Museum's Syriac manuscript collection is not a pretty one. As Columba Stewart has observed:
A huge portion of the manuscript patrimony of the eastern churches has been transferred to western libraries over the past three hundred years. This has occurred both by purchase at what now seems to be risible prices or by outright theft. The historical circumstances of these transfers are inevitably complex, though in every case it could be argued that western collectors (and their eastern agents) exploited the greatly weakened circumstances of eastern Christian manuscript guardians. (2008, p. 
622)
In particular, Stewart singles out the case of Dayr al-Suryān as "the most dramatic example of the transfer of manuscripts from an Egyptian monastery to a European library… The progressive spoliation of that unique collection is one of the most thoroughly documented instances of western appropriation of significant eastern
Christian manuscripts" (2008, p. 623) . Sebastian Brock has traced how the tale of the British acquisition of the Dayr al-Suryān manuscripts was told and retold many times in the nineteenth century, especially in first-and second-hand accounts of the exploits (Platt 1841; Platt 1842; Cureton 1846; Cureton 1848; Curzon 1849; Curzon 1850; Brock 1994, pp. 101-103) . These accounts reveal that high-minded motives of preserving ancient texts often mixed with disreputable means of acquisition including deceit, stealth, theft, inebriation, bribery, and intimidation based on colonial authority.
Stewart has rightly identified these reports of acquisition trips to Dayr al-Suryān as part of the burgeoning enterprise of British and European Oriental travel literature that flourished in the period:
Many of the classic elements of western encounters with the Orient are present in these accounts: disdain for the religious beliefs and practices of the local Christians, imputations of craftiness or avarice, the use of alcohol to lower resistance [to selling
the manuscripts], persuading the guardians that cash was of more use to them than old books. The successful collectors were well aware of the scientific importance of the materials, and, not incidentally, of their value for enhancing institutional or national reputations in the fiercely competitive colonial period. (Stewart 2008, pp. 623-26) 7 Taking Stewart's analysis one step further, it may be argued that these provenance narratives reveal the epistemological and cultural assumptions that shaped the European encounter with Syriac manuscripts in the era. In particular, four tropes, common across multiple Dayr al-Suryān accounts, reveal how the Western scholars perceived the transfer of the manuscripts from Egyptian into British hands: (1) The manuscripts were passing from the hands of ignorant clerics and primitive monks into the hands of enlightened scholars. (2) The manuscripts were of no value in situ or to their "Oriental" owners, but became of inestimable value once possessed by Western owners "capable" of appreciating their value. (3) The manuscripts, like the intellectual traditions of their "Oriental" owners, were "dying", "dead", "buried", or in danger of perishing without notice unless they could be preserved in Europe. (4) In British possession, the manuscripts became a treasure and trophy to the triumph of nation, Church and Crown.
These motifs are reiterated by all of the British agents, both those who acquired the manuscripts in Egypt (Lord Curzon and Henry Tattam) and those on the receiving end at the British Museum (Cureton and Wright) . Although Cureton and Wright never travelled to the Middle East, their accounts of the manuscripts appear to share much of the Orientalizing outlook of those who acquired the manuscripts. Since our aim is to determine how such motifs may have shaped these librarians' subsequent work describing the collection, we may take Wright and Cureton as our focus rather than Curzon or Tattam.
The first two tropes, indigenous ignorance and manuscripts as neglected treasures, are quite pronounced in the comments of Wright and Cureton. In his 1846 survey of the history of the library at Dayr al-Suryān, Cureton concluded that after the mid-1500s the manuscripts:
were probably altogether neglected, the monks becoming too ignorant to make any further use of them. The volume with the most recent date in the collection was written seventy years later, and after this time there seems to have been no effort in these monasteries either at composition or translation into Syriac, or even to reproduce any of their ancient literature by new transcripts. Indeed the examination of this collection brings conviction, that for two or three centuries at least previous to this time little had been done in the way of transcribing further than to copy liturgies, lives of saints, a few homilies, and such parts of the Holy Scriptures as were needed by the monks in the daily services (Cureton 1846, p. 62 ).
In short, by the time of the nineteenth-century sale of the Syriac manuscripts the British considered the Egyptian owners of the manuscripts as unable to put them to any scholarly use. This same sentiment was echoed in 1872 by Wright, who not only repeated much of Cureton's account verbatim but also noted that in 1707 the Vatican emissary Elia
Assemani found the manuscript library "in utter disorder, and falling to pieces through age and want of care" (Wright 1872, p. iv) . Wright also reprinted a questionable anecdote from Curzon, who claimed that in 1837 some of manuscripts were being used as lids for jars of preserves and that once the pots were emptied of their edible contents the monks had no further use for the manuscripts and were happy to part with them (Wright 1872, p. ix). To these allegations, Wright added a lengthy litany of other quotations from Lord Prudhoe, Tattam (via Eliza Platt) and Cureton to demonstrate that prior to their acquisition by the British, the manuscripts had, in the words of Prudhoe, "remained undisturbed in their dust and neglect for some centuries" (Wright 1872, p. ix) .
A corollary to this trope of monastic ignorance was to imply that the manuscripts of Dayr al-Suryān were of no value in situ because the Egyptian monks could not properly appreciate cultural value. Cureton made the point most starkly when he lamented that the only recent manuscript "production" at Dayr al-Suryān seemed to be "the destruction of some of the finest and most ancient manuscripts", in which the highest quality vellum Greek manuscripts were chemically erased as palimpsests for reuse in judgment, this act had transformed manuscripts "of the finest class and of the greatest antiquity" into those "in the worst condition of any in the collection" (Cureton 1846, p. 63) .
From an alarm such as this, it is easy to see how both Cureton and Wright could construe the library's acquisition as a matter of literary life and death. Cureton was effusive in his account of the manuscripts' arrival in London, noting that "we cannot refrain from congratulating the learned of Europe generally that these manuscripts have been rescued from perishing in a vault in the desert of Africa" (Cureton 1846, p. 68) . In
Wright's judgment of the monks of Dayr al-Suryān earlier refusal to sell their books (in spite of "decaying churches and mouldering cells"), he described their resolve as equivalent to choosing "to be buried in the ruins [rather] than part with their manuscripts" (Wright 1872, p. viii Cureton continued by explaining that the acquisition of the Dayr al-Suryān collection "forms a most distinguished portion of our National Library, and has rendered it, in this class of literature, unrivalled in all the world" (Cureton 1848, p. v) . These sentiments give a full sense to the remark with which Cureton had concluded his 1846 report: "we are pleased and proud that the Government and the Museum have done their duty as respected the Treasure of the Desert" (Cureton 1846, p. 69) .
The rhetorical strength of these claims are such that if one had only the European accounts as evidence, one would be led to conclude that the British acquisition of the Syriac manuscripts from Dayr al-Suryān was effectively the end of the library at the monastery. This impression is, however, largely false (Kominko 2015, p. lii (Stewart 2008, p. 626; Brock & Van Rompay 2014, pp. 3-4) .
The four tropes noted above reveal that the protagonists in the acquisition and formation of the British Museum Syriac manuscript collection understood their efforts through a rhetorical tradition that Christopher D.L. Johnson has recently described as "Eastern Christian Orientalism" (Johnson 2014, p. 816) . 10 Johnson identifies ten typical tropes of Eastern Christian Orientalism, five of which overlap usefully with those we have encountered: "Eastern Christianity (1) as dead body, (2) as unevolved or devolved specimen, (3) as static or ahistorical relic of the past… (6) as passive and helpless victim of oppression and inertia… (9) as missionary trophy" (Johnson 2014, p. 816) . Of particular note here is that, both in Johnson's typology and in our list of motifs, little agency is permitted to the Orientalized Eastern Christian subjects, who are presumed to be either dead, static, or incapacitated by ignorance (even when the monks "sell" the manuscripts they are presented as having to be persuaded to do so, not as independent agents).
These assumptions are very similar to what Tim Youngs has identified as the "blank spaces" on the mental (and actual) maps of nineteenth-century European travellers.
The inhabitants of these blank spaces (for example in Africa) were rendered invisible by European prejudices which considered them to be devoid of civilization (Youngs 2006, pp. 1-2 We must own-and it is well to make the confession at the outset-that the literature of Syria is, on the whole, not an attractive one. As Renan said long ago, the characteristic of the Syrians is a certain mediocrity. They shone neither in war, nor in the arts, nor in science. They altogether lacked the poetic fire of the older-we purposefully emphasize the word-the older Hebrews and of the Arabs. But they were apt enough as pupils of the Greeks; they assimilated and reproduced, adding little or nothing of their own… The Syrian Church never produced men who rose to the level of a Eusebius, a Gregory Nazianzen, a Basil, and a Chrysostom; but we may be grateful to the plodding diligence which has preserved for us in fairly good translations many valuable works of the Greek fathers which would otherwise have been lost (Wright 1887, p. 824) .
As startling as these harsh judgments are, Wright's vacillating views fit well with
Johnson's paradigm of Eastern Christian Orientalism as a "semi-Orientalism" which provoked significant ambivalence: the Christian East was Oriental and thus… Other, yet it was also a form of Christianity, however "debased," and so seen as somewhat familiar. The cognitive dissonance created by the mixture of supposedly distinct and unmixable elements, Orient and Occident, led to a variety of fascinating descriptive imagery and complex religious reactions (Johnson 2014, p. 813 ).
Wright's conflicting rhetoric reflects this same tension: he was able to engage with and cataloguing the entire collection in masterful detail for over a decade is much more likely to be due to his presuppositions and value judgments about Syriac literature.
We may turn then to the first of the four ways in which Wright misjudged the collection. The first is his medieval decline narrative. We have already caught a glimpse of this in Wright's dismissal of Syriac poetry above: "They altogether lacked the poetic fire of the older-we purposefully emphasize the word-the older Hebrews and of the Arabs" (Wright 1887, p. 824) . Because Syriac literature is today recognized as having produced some of the most notable early Christian poetry (Brock 2004) , it is relatively easy to see here how Wright's judgment is informed by Protestant and Enlightenment decline narratives. This preconception assumed Christianity had become debased during "the dark ages", falling away from the purity of its connection to the "older" biblical languages and texts: "The literature of Syria…was at its best from the 4 th to the 8 th century, and then gradually died away, though it kept up a flickering existence till the 14 th century or even later" (Wright 1887, p. 824) . 13 As might be suspected, such antiquarian values led Wright and Cureton to pay most attention to the earliest Syriac manuscripts in the hopes that the Dayr al-Suryān library might produce copies of rare early texts.
From a contemporary academic perspective, it is easy to sympathize with their desire for the recovery of rare texts. Nevertheless, we must also recognize that their attention to the smaller number of early materials came at the expense of the copious number of later authors and texts. We have seen this already in Cureton's complaint about palimpsests made from the "most ancient manuscripts" discussed earlier (Cureton 1846, p. 62-63) . It was the erased palimpsest to which he assigned value, not the overwritten texts which he dismisses briefly and generically as "service books".
Ironically, in the very act of lamenting medieval erasure, Cureton himself mentally erased the medieval overwriting, reducing it to an imagined blank surface through which one might glimpse the ancient manuscript. From this perspective the copyist of the palimpsest had not created anything of value, leading Cureton to note that "the [palimpsest] manuscripts are consequently in the worst condition of any in the collection" (Cureton
1846, p. 63).
For his part, Wright treated the palimpsests with more nuance than Cureton, diligently cataloguing both layers of many palimpsests. 14 Nevertheless, Wright also made the same judgment of their value. He goes so far as to note that one should perhaps be happy that Syriac manuscript production ceased at Dayr al-Suryān in the late middle ages:
we have, perhaps, reason to be thankful that they [the monks of Dayr al-Suryān]
withheld their hands. If, even in the tenth or eleventh century, the transcribing of a volume of sermons brought with it the destruction of a Greek poet or a Latin historian, and the binding of a new lectionary furnished an opportunity for utilising the relics of hoar antiquity, what could be expected from the barbarism of the fifteenth or seventeenth century? (Wright 1872, p. v) The fact that Wright takes the palimpsests as prima facia evidence for decline is an insightful example of how the assumptions of the decline narrative led to mistaken judgments. The palimpsests actually counter the decline narrative. What Wright took to be a sign of literary collapse can equally be seen as evidence of continued intellectual activity. Although the monks were copying medieval liturgical texts and not "the relics of hoar antiquity", the very existence of these palimpsests reveals that textual production was ongoing. The decline is assumed rather than demonstrated. Because of his textual prejudices, Wright was not able to see that the colophons of these palimpsests could in fact be valuable sources for understanding how the history of Syriac reading habits had changed and shifted. 15 Instead, such overwriting was maligned.
A second dynamic of misjudgment and omission is closely related to Wright and The contents of these manuscripts are as we should naturally expect chiefly theological and in this department they are most important. The study of the Syriac monastic literature is particularly young… While many Syriac monastic texts… were published during the twentieth century there is still a lot to be done. A census of all extant monastic texts in Syriac is an urgent desideratum. Moreover, the study of Syriac monastic literature has been heavily dominated by research into doctrine with a gross neglect of the textual transmission of the texts (Kessel 2015, p. 411 ).
Kessel's observation about a scholarly over emphasis on doctrine is true, mutatis mutandis, of Wright's catalogue in general. Judging from the length and frequency of his comments, Wright gives ample attention to doctrinally-notable authors and texts (Wright 1872, pp. xix-xxv and 401-1037) . For example, the classification system which Wright used to group the manuscripts allots an entire volume (Volume Two) to "Theology", with seven subcategories making it relatively easy to find specific topics or authors (Wright 1872, unnumbered "Contents" page) . On the other hand, his attempt to reconstruct the monastic history of the library is of varying and limited quality. There is a section dedicated to "Service Books" with eight sub-categories, but this section only implicitly conveys the role of such books in the active life of the Dayr al-Suryān community.
In Wright's preface, we find direct but conflicting statements about the monastic history of the library. On the one hand, Wright is well aware that recent copies of liturgical books make up a significant part of the collection:
Of the various classes of Service-books…the Nitrian collection comprises almost a superabundance of copies, most of them too are of comparatively modern date, this class of manuscripts being above all others liable to decay from constant use. Nearly two hundred volumes of manuscripts, torn into separate leaves, and mixed up together by time and chance more completely than the greatest ingenuity could have effected, presented a spectacle of confusion which at first seemed almost to preclude hope. To select from this mass such loose fragments as belonged to those manuscripts which were imperfect, and separate the rest and collect them into volumes, was the labor of months. To arrange all leaves now collected into volumes in their consecutive order will be the labor of years" (Cureton 1846, p. 60 ).
[Emphasis added.]
There is little reason for us to doubt that the collection was in some disrepair or that it included hundreds of loose fragments. Nevertheless, awareness of the tropes of Eastern
Christian Orientalism should also make us somewhat suspicious of the hyperbole here.
Cureton's claim that the manuscripts were "mixed up… more completely than the greatest ingenuity could have effected" seems to be going out of its way to deny that the manuscripts bore any traces of earlier organization by the monks of Dayr al-Suryān.
Indeed, these monks are effaced and replaced by the void of "time and chance".
Although Wright repeats the above passage approvingly, he also provides evidence that not all of the Dayr al-Suryān manuscripts had lost their bindings: "Many of the volumes in the Nitrian collection were made up of two, three, or even four totally distinct manuscripts, which had been fortuitously bound together in the convent of S.
Mary Deipara [Dayr al-Suryān]" (Wright 1872, p. xxxiii) . And yet even in making this observation Wright appears to find little or no evidence of an earlier system of organization (note his use of the adverbs "totally" and "fortuitously"). After abandoning an initial plan to catalogue the manuscripts according to the sequential order in which parts were bound together in Egypt, Wright explains, "We resolved to separate these so far as the description of them was concerned, and to refer each manuscript to its proper class. In most of the classes a further subdivision has [also] been attempted" (Wright 1872, p. xxxiii 
"What Is the Use of Knowledge If It Does Not Refine?" Syriaca.org's Use of Digital Media to Diversify Knowledge Production
In considering the creation of a new catalogue, it is necessary to state first how the goals of scholarship have changed since the age of Wright and Cureton. The limitations which we have identified in Wright's catalogue would not likely have been seen as such in that era. While we may regret today the univocal approach of the catalogue and the inflexibility imposed by the linear nature of its bound print media, these were in fact improvements over past scholarship and thus desiderata for Western scholars of the time.
Accordingly, the first step towards a new catalogue is to recognize the unique scholarly demands and opportunities of our own age.
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The primary methodological justification guiding Syriaca.org's "re-orienting" of our aids for finding materials held at the British Library is the increasing scholarly recognition that a single set of sources may fruitfully produce a variety and multiplicity of interpretations. This is not to say that the production of knowledge is arbitrary, but to acknowledge that it is humanly impossible to anticipate the breadth of interpretation possible from a collection of historical sources as rich and chronologically diverse as those that came from Dayr al-Suryān. While the librarians of the age of Wright and
Panizzi were confident that their work of classifying and cataloguing would soon reach a definitive end, our own era has realized that the number of productive ways of organizing knowledge is infinite (Weinberger 2008) . In a similar way, historians and literary In light of these scholarly demands, Syriaca.org has begun designing a new catalogue of the Dayr al-Suryān library (and of the British Library Syriac collection more generally) to allow a variety of stories to be told from the manuscripts. At a practical level, this re-orientation has required us to re-think how to construct, organize and publish a catalogue in a way that will promote interpretive diversity. We have been aided in this task by recent work in new media studies and digital humanities that has shown how digital approaches to information architecture offer flexibility over previous print media (Shirky 2005; Weinberger 2008; Wesch 2013) .
It is important to caution here that we have not assumed that digital solutions are either a panacea or without unintended consequences. Indeed, we have been mindful that an optimism about technological solutions is one of the driving mistaken assumptions of our own age (Morozov 2013) . Nevertheless, medium and message are symbiotic. Some media are better suited to foster diversity of interpretation than others and we have (Poole 2013; Elliott et al. 2014 ).
The use of non-hierarchical graph databases is the second digital method that we have determined will foster a diversity of interpretation and a breadth of data.
Implementation of non-hierarchical databases is part of our use of Linked Open Data, "a set of best practices for sharing digital resources" (Elliott et al. 2014; Berners-Lee 2009 ).
The key feature of Linked Open Data is linking together datasets through shared Uniform
Resource Identifiers (URIs) and common Resource Description Framework (RDF) vocabularies (also called "ontologies"). In our case these will enable the linking of data needed for a union digital catalogue. URIs are unique identifiers which allow the linked data sets to refer to the same objects in a uniform way (such as the same ancient authors:
for example, Syriaca.org has indicated the author and saint Ephrem the Syrian as http://syriaca.org/person/13). The URIs provide a controlled way to refer to unique objects and the RDF vocabulary provides a controlled set of terms for annotating the relationships between data. For example, the Dublin Core Ontology (http://dublincore.org/documents/dc-rdf/) offers common terms and "semantic" definitions for bibliographic description, including such vocabulary as "creator", "title", and "publisher".
Useful ancient world models with similar implementation of Linked Open Data use across multiple catalogues, common vocabularies will allow researchers to run sophisticated queries, such as limiting searches based on "title" or "creator" and including vocabulary more specific to manuscripts such as "scribe".
The most attractive benefit of the Linked Open Data approach from our perspective, however, is that it enables the creation of a non-hierarchical graph database.
A graph database draws upon graph theory in mathematics and computer science to represent the relationships between objects as a structured graph (a geometric abstraction representing an ordered set of relationships or "properties" between items (Easley & Kleinberg 2010) ). Representing data in a graph database differs from a traditional tabular database (where data is stored in tables) because the data in a graph may be re-organized according to multiple perspectives without being limited by its structure in a table.
Syriaca.org uses a graph database to resolve one of the conceptual difficulties of Wright's print catalogue, where the organization of the information prioritizes genre, author, original language, and date as the classifications through which one may view the collection. For example, the emphasis of Wright's catalogue on biblical texts and prominent Greek and early Syriac Fathers makes it very difficult to get an accurate view of the mass of Syriac literature, which is largely composed of medieval miscellanies and anonymous texts not prioritized in his ordering system. A non-hierarchical graph can also contain this same information about relationships between manuscripts based on genre, author, and date (so one can still browse this way), but the graph database also allows any point of information (any "node") to serve as the vantage point from which to organize the whole collection. Accordingly, one may analyze the manuscript data from alternate hierarchical perspectives (e.g., browse the data by scribe or location), from multiple simultaneous perspectives (faceting), or from an infinite number of visualizations of the whole graph (Robinson et al. 2015) . Because the data is linked by properties, it can convey all of the information of the previous print catalogue and yet because the data is a graph it can be queried and visualized in ways that hierarchical data cannot not.
Non-hierarchical technologies and linked data provide a data architecture which allows multiple and even competing perspectives on the data, but there is also a need for tools for the users who want to query or evaluate the data for their research. This is the third innovation in digital media that Syriac.org has pursued. We have already seen that the hierarchical organization and linear nature of Wright's print catalogue is not suited to the genetic models needed for tracking the transmission history of individual parts of miscellanies or anthologies. This is because most of our historical information on textual transmission involves data that are highly connected but only semi-structured (i.e. we know only some of the relationships between texts, exempla, and manuscript trees, but often must work by inferences and with many gaps). This highly connected but variably structured information is very similar to the World Wide Web data that is currently processed with graph databases (Robinson et al. 2015, p. 19) .
Already scholars of the ancient and medieval world are beginning to see the power of Semantic Web graph databases for mapping complex networks of relationships.
The Sharing Ancient Wisdom's project (http://www.ancientwisdoms.ac.uk/) has created an RDF vocabulary for tracking the development and transmission of gnomologia (wisdom sayings) across textual and cultural traditions (Lawrence & Jordanous 2013; Jordanous et al. 2013 ). The specific need for such a tool has already been recognized not only for the study of mixed-content "miscellany" manuscripts (Birnbaum 2003) but also for the monastic miscellanies (apophthegmata) of the Syriac tradition in particular (Rubenson 2013; Holmberg 2013) . The RDF serialization of the Syriaca.org catalogue will include the SAWS ontology when possible, and if possible will structure its data graph to reflect the transmission relationships between apophthegmata, gnomologia, and similar anthologized genres. A fourth innovation of the Syriaca.org catalogue is similarly motivated by a desire to foster a variety of interpretive approaches. Our digital catalogue will offer multiple ways to browse the collection: for example, providing one description of the manuscripts as currently held in the British Library and another representing how the manuscripts were held in the library of Dayr al-Suryān over time. Because a graph database makes it simple to generate multiple perspectives on the same dataset, digital reuse of Syriaca.org's catalogue is not constrained by the same limitations as Wright's catalogue.
The cost of printing meant that the print representation of the manuscripts (the catalogue) could use only one classification system and one hierarchical system-although, to
Wright's credit, it should be noted that he did provide several useful indices in the third volume which offered some alternative but more difficult paths through his catalogue.
We have been guided in our interpretive decisions by recent post-colonial scholarship in Museum Studies which has begun to suggest how digital representations ("digital objects" or digital catalogue descriptions) could be mutable, mobile, and able to "carry a multitude of complex references to the original physical object, while being decoupled from its dominant institutional account" (Srinivasan et al. 2010) . Syriaca.org's new digital catalogue will offer multiple digital representations of the same physical objects. For example, in one configuration a digital catalogue of the Dayr al-Suryān manuscripts will describe them in their current state as held in the British Library.
Another digital representation will rearrange the data to reflect how the manuscripts were acquired and held in the library of Dayr al-Suryān over time. approval from other scholars in the field (Stewart 2008, p. 629; Kominko 2015, p. liii) .
Syriaca.org's catalogue could eventually be designed to facilitate the creation of multiple virtual Dayr al-Suryān libraries representing different eras in the history of the collection.
These libraries would not only include the British Library materials but could digitally reunite those manuscripts with other manuscripts from Dayr al-Suryān now held elsewhere across the globe (Brock & Van Rompay 2014) .
Moreover, such a virtual library of Dayr al-Suryān could reunite the codices which Wright split in his descriptions, allowing scholars to see how the texts might have been arranged in the Middle Ages. This codicological "stratigraphy" may or may not reflect an intentional system of organization on the part of the medieval curators, but it is an important historical context for us to recover. We may be surprised to discover that certain pairs of texts circulated together (for example, the Sentences of Sextus appeared so often with the works of Evagrius that at times the former were eventually attributed to the latter). The potential for discovery from such a virtual reassembling of the physical collection is great. With some irony, scholars have begun to realize that the digital era has not effaced the role of the physical object in interpretation. Instead, it has forced scholarship to admit that the connection between message and medium, between text and support, is essential to interpretation (Clivaz 2012, pp. 35, 52; Clivaz 2014) . Accordingly, the virtual library of Dayr al-Suryān should be designed with an aim to help us digitally recreate the original, physical context in which the manuscripts were consulted, read, copied and disseminated.
We have already seen that digital data can be given diverse representations. The fifth digital innovation of Syriaca.org's manuscript catalogue arises from our decision that while these representations should be generated for purposes of historical research, they should also be created to serve other audiences as well. Like many Western museum objects, the Dayr al-Suryān manuscripts were appropriated using dubious means during a period of increasing European colonial hegemony. In the present era, however, both ethical principles and scholarly best practices have called attention to the special responsibilities of institutions and scholars who are curators and conservators of "traditional cultural expressions" (TCEs) such as manuscripts (ALA 2010) . One of the first duties is to work with indigenous source communities to ensure culturally sensitive means of access and interpretation for such objects. In particular, Ramesh Srinivasan has suggested that this can be accomplished through the design of culturally sensitive information systems, enabling digital collections and catalogues to be simultaneously responsive to multiple communities and even reflect their diverse local knowledges (Srinivasan et al. 2009; Srinivasan et al. 2010; Srinivasan et al. 2010) . These information systems include the use of multiple ontologies (classification systems) and interactive or Web 2.0 technologies to welcome participation by heritage and indigenous communities (Shilton & Srinivasan 2007 (Michelson & Carlson 2014) . In some of the sources used in this article, the monastery is also referred to as St. Mary Deipara (Mother of God). It should be noted that the monastery was from the eighth century until some point in the early modern period a Syriac monastery in Egypt, but by the time that the manuscripts began to be sold the monastery was entirely a Coptic monastery. Accordingly, the resident monks in the nineteenth century had less use for the manuscripts in a language they were likely unable to read. An informative set of essays about the monastery has been edited by Mikhail & Moussa (2009) Bridges (2002, pp. 56-8) . 8 While Cureton's work does not dwell on racialized African themes, it is certainly present in the broader literature. For example, Curzon's Visits to the Monasteries of the Levant gratuitously includes a lithograph of a bare-breasted "negress waiting to be sold in the slave bazaar, Cairo", the only purpose of which seems to add a voyeuristic element to the work since the woman depicted is not referred to in the text at all (Curzon 1850, p. 5) . 9 Sebastian Brock has pointed out the great tragedy of how the nineteenth-century acquisition did have the effect of cutting off access by the Syrian Orthodox church to some of its own authors since the sole copies of certain early texts were now held only in Europe (Brock 1994, pp. 103-104) . 10 Johnson's analysis is in conversation with the long running debate over Edward Said's Orientalism (Said 1979) . Scholarship on Orientalist travel literature has now rightly noted that Said's construct must be significantly nuanced to make room for more flexible models (Melman 2002 ). Johnson's interpretation is one such example. Eastern Christian Orientalism does not exactly fit the binary tropes of Orientalist literature posited by Said, but does function as a sort of "literary tradition of 'semi-Orientalism,' which mixes 'classical' Orientalist rhetoric with a view of the Christian East as not fully Oriental but somehow tainted" (Johnson 2014, p. 833 ) Averil Cameron's recent work on "Byzantinism" independently arrives at a similar paradigm (Cameron 2014) . 11 The concept of an "atlas" of literature is borrowed here from Franco Moretti (Moretti 2007; Goodwin 2011) .
12 See note 1 above on the various names for the Dayr al-Suryān monastery. 13 On the long history of "medievalism" and the term "dark ages" see Nelson (2007) . 14 Indeed, it may be that Wright had more time to decipher them, as he mentions the use of "chemical reagents" to recover the underwriting of the palimpsest (Wright, 1872, p. vi) . 15 See for example BL MSS Add. 14,490 where an extensive colophon offers an insight into why this particular palimpsest was overwritten at Dayr al-Suryān in the year A.D. 1089 (Wright, 1872, pp. 160-61) . 16 N.B. The adjective Greek is assumed here and elsewhere to such a degree that its normative status is clear. 17 Wright does insert a new category high into this list, "Service-books", but even these are divided between texts "of comparatively modern date" and "copies well worthy of notice", e.g. of ancient provenance (Wright 1872, p. xviii) . 18 It should be noted as further proof of the tension that even later in the same work, Wright backtracks to note: "Besides the versions of Holy Writ and other works enumerated above, the literature of Syria comprises a vast amount of matter, interesting not merely to the Orientalist but also to the classical scholar, the theologian, and the historian" (Wright 1894, p. 28 ). This comment is ambivalent, however. It could be that Wright means that the Syriac authors are of interest "merely to the Orientalist", while the early texts and translations from Greek are of wider interest to "the classical scholar, the theologian, and the historian." 19 It is perhaps not a coincidence that these same authors have received the bulk of attention from Syriac studies scholarship in the twentieth century. 20 These word counts have been rounded to the nearest hundred since they are approximate and come from an OCR scan of the document, not a precise hand count. 21 Because a full digital version of the catalogue is not yet available, this argument relies on an approximate page count from the printed volume rather than a precise word count. It should be made clear here, however, that these page numbers refer to the length of Wright's descriptions, not to the actual size of the manuscripts being described. 22 "Bibliographic control" is a technical term in library science for the organization of bibliographic information (Taylor et al. 2015, pp. 3-4) . 23 Panizzi's work was controversial and Panizzi received the public support of Cureton in 1856 against his critics (Cowtan 1872, pp. 324-326) . 24 Both Wright and Cureton also briefly discuss "scientific" texts such as Aristotle as an addendum, but these are omitted from discussion here since Wright and Cureton make it clear that they view these texts as separate from the main body of "Christian" literature. This Enlightenment trope is itself germane to the analysis here, but a separate lengthier treatment is needed for how they handle those materials and is beyond the scope of this article. 25 It should be noted that Wright had two precedents for choosing print media for his catalogue:
the very brief (140-page) prior catalogue of Syriac manuscripts in the British Museum (Rosen and Forshall, 1838) which did not include the Dayr al-Suryān acquisitions and the much longer (4000-page) catalogue of the Vatican Syriac manuscripts produced in the early 1700s (Assemani, 1719). Wright mentions both in the opening paragraph of his preface (Wright 1872, p. i) .
paid in earlier scholarship to the actual manuscripts that preserve the monastic literature" (Kessel 2015, p. 413) . 27 This is not, however, meant in anyway to assert that the scholarly aspirations of our own age are any more objective or less historically conditioned than those of previous scholars. Our generation's work will benefit from the critical judgment of the future just as much as any. 28 See http://syriaca.org/project-team.html for a list of the contributors. Although at present our data set is only based on William Wright's catalogue, an eventual plan is to expand the data to include other Dayr al-Suryān manuscripts and eventually a linked data set of all Syriac manuscripts. 29 An open repository of the documents published to date can be found at https://github.com/srophe/manuscripts. 30 Under the rubric of visualization, we include not only "the visual display of quantitative information" as modeled by Edward Tufte but also renderings of data into software, user interfaces, and even mental visualizations of data through prose (Tufte 2001) . 31 At present, data derived from Wright is released in the public domain. Additional data is released under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 License. 32 One example of such a project is the Digital Samaritans project which grew out of a similar concern with making Samaritan manuscripts held at university libraries digitally accessible to the heritage community and diaspora (Ridolfo, Jim et al. 2010; Ridolfo 2013) . A further example is the effort of the "Manuscripts of Lichfield Cathedral" project to take into ethical consideration the needs of the religious community which owns the manuscripts (Endres 2014) . The role of digital representations of traditional culture expressions to serve the needs of diaspora communities has also been examined by Srinivasan (Srinivasan & Pyati 2007 
